One of the most exciting and most discussed economic theories is the one proposed by Max Weber in his essay The Protestant Ethic and the `Spiriti of Capitalism (1904Capitalism ( -1905. According to Weber, the Protestant ethic, a mode of behaviour whereby ascetic ways of life were motivated by Protestant theological ideas, had changed during the previous century into a 'spirit' of capitalism, a new lifestyle or ethos, in which hard work or accumulation could only be motivated with the most commonplace ideas about work and accumulation being their own rewards. Unfortunately, his argument was too complicated for his contemporary readers and was simplified along the Iines of an older model to that of the theory which we nowadays recognize as the Weber Thesis. This simplified version claims that Protestant religion (or the Reformation) was the cause of (or at least the most suitable religion for) Western capitalism. For some reason this latter version, which has lost ali contact with the historicity of Weber's concepts, has satisfied most social scientists. The case of economic historians is, however, quite different. The so-called Weber Thesis has been the target of criticism and protests from the ranks of economic historians throughout most the twentieth century. It is interesting to investigate how successful economic historians have been in their long dur& criticism of the Weber Thesis and if they have succeeded in bringing into the open items originally included in Weber's own thought about the change from the Protestant ethic to the ispirif of capitalism. Especially interesting is whether economic historians have used the more historical categories already proposed by Weber instead of the more universal categories and concepts preferred by other social scientists. Furthermore, does the criticism of the Weber Thesis imply that economic historians have had a better idea of what Weber thought as compared with other social scientists? Recently, however, a more toierant, even accepting, view of the Weber Thesis appears to have emerged within the economic historical literature. As well-known examples one could mention David Landes and Niall Ferguson, who have recently supported the idea that, because culture makes all the difference, also Weber's idea about religious attitudes as the catalyst for the rise of capitalism in the West should be given serious thought.
Introduction: The Weber Thesis and its origins
One of the most exciting and most discussed economic theories is the one proposed by Max Weber in his essay The Protestant Ethic and the 'Spirit' of Capitalism (1904 Capitalism ( -1905 ) published more than a hundred years ago. According to Weber, the Protestant ethic, a mode of behaviour whereby an ascetic way of life was motivated by Puritanistic theological ideas, had changed during the previous century into a `spirit' of capitalism, a new lifestyle or ethos, in which hard work and accumulation was motivated with the most commonplace ideas about work or accumulation being their own rewards. Weber criticized this situation as the 'Iron Cage' of capitalism and lamented the loss of spirituality in modern life.
Unfortunately, Max Weber's argument was too complicated for the contemporary Western mind and his views were simplified along the Iines of an older model to that of the theory which we nowadays recognize as the Weber Thesis. This simplified version claims that Protestant religion (or the Reformation) was the cause of (or at least the most suitable religion for) Western capitalism. This idea had been popular since at least the eighteenth century. This interpretation of the essay also leaves Weber's concept of the spirit of capitalism in an awkward position: either it is thought to be redundant or it is given as a synonym for capitalism. Several readers of the essay give the spirit of capitalism as the cause of capitalism in the West. In contemporary German discussion concerning the nature of modern capitalism, such ideas about the connection between Protestantism and capitalism were proposed, for instance, by the social historian Eberhard Gothein and the economist or economic historian Werner Sombart.' Weber's essay on the Protestant ethic was, to a considerable degree, a criticism of the way his friend Werner Sombart used the concept of the spirit of capitalism. For some reason this simplified version of the Weber Thesis, which has lost ali contact with the historicity of Weber's concepts, has satisfied the intellectual curiosity Peltonen The Weber Thesis and Economic Historians 81 of most social scientists. Especially sociologists have recognized Weber's essay in the post-war era as an eminent classic in their field and regard the Weber Thesis as his crowning achievement. The case of econornic historians is, however, quite different.
Economic historians criticize the Weber Thesis:
The Tawney years -the 1920s and 1930s
The so-called Weber Thesis has been the target of criticism from the ranks of economic and social historians throughout most of the twentieth century. This criticism that was initiated by R.H. Tawney (1913) , which he wrote to meet the criticism of Weber's essay concerning his use of the concept the spirit of capitalism and which was quickly translated, for instance, into English (1915), Swedish (1916) and French (1926 First, Tawney wrote in his criticism of Weber's essay that Weber did not pay enough attention to the fact that the early industrial development in England and Holland was caused by new powerful economic movements, followed only thereafter by psychological changes. This criticism did not in any way, of course, meet Weber's original thesis about the relationship between Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism. Second, Tawney claimed that Weber touched too lightly on intellectual movements outside the Reformation which also played a role in the rise of capitalism. Tawney did not realise that Weber did not at ali state that the Reformation as an intellectual movement gave rise to new economic institutions, so this part of Tawney's criticism also misfired. Third, Tawney reproached Weber for his misunderstanding of Calvinism and claimed quite rightly that especially the early phases of Calvinism were very hostile to successes in business life. Tawney did not take into account that Weber had expressed the same view in quite strong wording at the beginning of his essay. So this criticism, too, left untouched the hypothesis Weber was actually stating. Tawney's points were reminiscent of the German discussion concerning the impact of Protestantism on capitalism, and Weber had reacted several times to similar accusations and criticisms during the years 1907-1910 in the journal Archiv ffir Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik. 4 In his preface to the second edition of Religion and the Rise of Capitalisnz (the Penguin edition published in 1938 and still in print) Tawney, however, took back his critical remarks without erasing the unfort-unate end note of the first edition. During the twelve years that had passed since the publication of his monograph Tawney had had time to read Weber more carefully. During this time, he wrote prefaces to English translations of two of Weber's works and probably learned more about Weber's own thinking. 1n 1927, Tawney wrote a preface to General Economic History, translated by Frank Knight, and three years later wrote another preface to Talcott Parsons's translation of Weber's Protestant Ethic essay. Parsons had been Tawney's student for one semester at the London School of Economics and Tawney had instructed him to continue his studies in Heidelberg.
The huge popularity of Tawney's Religion and the Rise of Capitalism was instigated by his exceptionally beautiful writing, his harsh Peltonen The Weber Thesis and Economic 1-1 storians criticism of the evils of capitalism and of the unengaging attitude of the contemporary religious organizations. Still after half a century following the original pu.blication of Tawney's work, one of the more conservative constitution.al historians in Britain condemned the book as the most damaging text thrown at the face of the British and the Western establishment, a text that was able to corrupt the best generations (of historians) of the twentieth century. 5
In Tawney's own words, his idea on the connection between Protestant ethic and capitalist business life seems to be such that the concept of a specific 'spirit of capitalism' becomes redundant:
History is a stage where forces which are within human control contend and cooperate with forces which are not. The change of opinion described in these pages drew nourishment from both. The storm and fury of the Puritan revolution had been followed by a dazzling outburst of economic enterprise, and the tTansformation of the material environment prepared an atmosphere in which a judicious moderation seerned the voice at once of the truest wisdom and the sincerest piety. But the inner world was in motion as well as the outer. The rnarch of external progress woke sympathetic echoes in hearts already attuned to applaud its triumph, and there was no consciousness of an acute tension between the claims of religion and the glittering allurements of a commercial civilization, such as had tormented the age of the Reformation. 6 For Tawney's version of the Weber Thesis, the violent history of the Reformation in England (he wrote of the abolition of monasteries and schools in the sarne manner as Karl Marx Wirtschaftsgeist (1934) and Wolmar Clemmensen's De religiöse systemers indlfifielse paa de ehrvervsetiske princippers udvikling i Danmark (1940). 9 So powerful was the influence of Tawney's book that ali these works also had to conclude that Weber had mistaken and exaggerated the transforming power of religious ideas, while economic and political forces so clearly were more important in the birth of modern economic institutions.
Kapitalisrnus. Ein Beitrag zur Erkenntnis der Beziehungen zzvischen kalvinistisclzer Sozial-Ethik und kapitalistischenz
H.M. Robertson's The Rise of Individualism (1933) was at least partly written against Tawney's ideas. For Tawney, capitalism was something to be criticized and the economic elite to be despised, but for Robertson it was the other way round. He did not approve of Weber's tone, where he detected a critical attitude reminding him of Marxist ideas on capitalism. The growth of capitalism was for Robertson a 'natural' outcome, there could have been no evil force such as the spirit of capitalism at its root. So Robertson seerned to have produced a totally unique reading of Weber, where Puritanism first creates the 'spirit of capitalism', which for him functions as the synonym for 'the rise of individualism', which then creates the capitalist economy. However, many other readings of Weber's essay leave the concept of the spirit of capitalism redundant or understand it as a synonym for the concept of capitalism as an economic system. Robertson tried to include the concept of the spirit of capitalism in a meaningful way in the Weber Thesis-type of interpretation on Weber's thinking.
These 1930s monographs on the Weber Thesis were accompanied by several textbooks on the economic history of Europe, where the Weber Thesis was commented upon and criticized. These works include Economic History of Europe (1927 Europe ( -1929 There seems to have been nearly complete agreement among economic historians that the Weber Thesis was totally mistaken.' In formulating their opinion in this manner economic historians were, of course, right and Weber could not have agreed with them more. Unwittingly the economic historians of the 1920s and 1930s only reinforced Weber's case without realizing it. It seems that most historians read about the Weber Thesis from second-hand sources, and evien those who had seen Weber's texts, trusted more the contemporary German and British (especially Tawney's) interpretations of Weber's ideas. There were, however, some voices that also found something positive in his hypothesis and, for instance, mentioned cases where some innovators or remarkable entrepreneurs in the early phases of the Industrial Revolution were known to be from a family with Puritan leanings. 11
An interesting study to be read along with those directly commenting on Weber and Tawney is Bernard Groethuysen's Origines de l'spirit bourgeois en France (1927) , which could be defined as a continuation of Weber's essay. 12 Groethuysen was originally a German scholar, who had specialized in French intellectual history of the Enlightenment period. He gives the outlines of a bourgeois worldview that takes distance from the teachings of the Catholic Church and, little by little, develops into an independent habitus during the eighteenth century, becoming a conscious class-based life-style. Groethuysen's book could be compared in some respects to the early 10. There is, however, at least one notable exception among economic historians, the famous Swedish economic historian Eli F. to do with this revelation was left quite unacknowledged. The readers of the original 1904-1905 essay know, of course, that this was Weber's starting point from the beginning. But Eisenstadt continued by asserting that there is a new consensus according to which this severe asceticism perhaps applied only to the early history of Puritan religious movements and that perhaps the later phases of their development were more relaxed. In this way, the original Weber Thesis which, after the Second World War, had become the model for a very important body of social science reasoning, the modernization theory, could be saved to fulfil its role in the intellectual climate of the Cold War. Another aspect of this important role attached to Weber and his essay concerned itself with fighting back the doctrines of historical materialism and the growing interest in Karl Marx's work. 16 During the Cold War period, the difference between critical (economic) historians and accepting sociologists in assessing the merit of the Weber Thesis was at its broadest extent.
Economic historians assess the Weber Thesis
Soon after the war, we also meet some economic historians, who, either on their own initiative or in co-operation with Parsonian sociology, developed ideas of the Industrial Revolution into theories of economic growth and social modernization. 18. 1 think Ashton can only be referring to Tawney when he wrote that 'The idea that, sornehow or other, men had become self-centred, avaricious, and anti-social is the strangest of all the legends by which the story of the industrial revolution has been obscured'. Ashton, Industrial Revolution, p. 102. revolution of ideas' irnplying that the broadened worldviews and a more advanced stage of science and general education of at least the commercial classes were needed as preconditions for this important transformation of modern society. Ashton was also clearly hostile to Tawney's ideas and carefully avoided mentioning his name. Rostow's 1953 book, The Process of Economic Growth, is preparation for his theory of stages of economic growth, which was meant as a substitute for the theory of social development of historical materialism. Here he refers openly to Max Weber and R.H. Tawney as sources of inspiration to his theorizing.
History affords cases when the balance of ideas and values effectively operative in a society appear to change rapidly, e.g. in the decade of the 1960s in the United States, in France as a result of the revolution, in Japan as a result of its opening to the Western World and its internal revolution of the late 1960's; in Russia as a result of the revolution; and in modern Turkey, Israel, Pakistan, & C. 19 Rostow, however, admitted in 1953 that he had not yet figured out what his general theory of society' would look like. Instead he gave a synchronous list of propensities, among which were, for instance, `the propensity to develop fundamental science; to apply science to economic ends: to accept the possibilities of innovation; to seek material advance; to consume; and to have children' . 20 He never revealed to his readers whose propensities these were and how they had come to his attention, but it seems that he had adopted some kind of methodological individualism, so that the propensities can refer both to the society as a whole and to the individuals or families that make up that society as its members. Later on these propensities develop into main characteristics of the successive stages of economic growth with the exception of the propensity to have children which disappears from Rostow's theory of modernization of socie W.W. Rostow and T.S. Ashton were, however, exceptions among the great multitude of economic historians. Samuelson's essay is a summing up of ali previous critical views expressed by economic historians against the Weber Thesis. It has been astonishingly successful. It has been, for instance, translated into English, French, Spanish and Japanese. Furthermore, due to these translations, it is quite often referred to in discussions of the Weber Thesis and even one chapter of Samuelsson's essay has been included in the Weber Thesis Reader edited by Robert W. Green. 23
T h e r e i s a l s o a v e r y p e r c e p t i v e c r i t i c i s m o f S a m u e l s s o n ' s e s s a y b y the church historian Edmund Morgan. This review is one of those, usually soon-forgotten contributions to the Weber Thesis discussion which tries to steer the discussion in a more adequate direction regarding Weber's original attempts with his essay.' (1957) does not only summarize ali possible criticism ever levelled against Weber's essay, it also clearly exhibits the problems that have been common in this ongoing discussion about the Weber Thesis. First, Samuelsson regards, as do most of the readers of Weber's essay (especially those who read it as a translation in another language), both the Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism as ideas, doctrines, or attitudes. Second, Samuelsson is unable to make the distinction between capitalism and the spirit of capitalism. Furthermore, he accuses Weber of not being able to make a clear conceptual difference between them. This is not a common mistake to make, because it is more usual to think that, if the Protestant ethic did not create capitalism then the spirit of capitalism did. Third, Samuelsson only discusses the spirit of capitalism as an entrepreneurial mentality, sornething that refers to 'industrikaptener' (captains of industry), but has nothing to do with the lower orders, or people like workers, who were so important to Weber.
Several (1963) . Even those who have written essays on Thompson have hesitated to approach this aspect of his work.27 It is obvious that E.P. Thompson is one of those historians whose admiration of R.H. Tawney greatly irritated G.R. Elton to loose his temper on so many occasions. Even Thompson's and Tawney's careers seem a bit parallel at several points (career in adult education, participation in popular movements, writing scholarly works as well as popular texts like pamphlets).
R.H. Tawney must have also been important to Thompson when applying Weber to this important study, because most of the references to Weber's essay also include Tawney's book in the same note. In spite of this, however, Thompson manages to create a completely new approach to the relationship between religious movements and industrial society when compared to previous discussions of the Weber Thesis. 28 In fact, Thompson thought he could criticize both Weber and Tawney on the point that they had only considered the Protestant ethic (and the spirit of capitalism) as entrepreneurial mentalities. Although this criticism does not apply to Weber, it is a very good point and takes the discussion closer to the original Weber essay. 29 26 Puritanism contributed to the psychic energy and social coherence of rniddle-class groups which felt themselves to be 'called' or 'elected' and which were engaged (with some success) in acquisitive pursuits. How then should such a religion appeal to the forming proletariat in a period of exceptional hardship, whose multitudes did not dispose them to any sense of group calling, whose experiences at work and in their communities favoured collectivist rather than individualist values, and whose frugality, discipline or acquisitive virtues brought profit to their masters rather than success to themselves? 30 Thompson But in terms of the social process we may suppose something like an oscillation, with religious revivalism at the negative and radical politics (tinged with revolutionary millenarianism) at the positive pole. The connecting notion is always that of the 'Children of Israel'. At one pole, the chiliasm of despair could reduce the Methodist working man to one of the most abject human beings... One the other hand, as if to baffle expectation, Methodist working men, and, indeed, local preachers, repeatedly emerged in the nineteenth century in handfuls here and there -as active workers in different fields of working class politics. 'There were a few Methodist Jacobins, more Methodist Luddites, many Methodist weavers demonstrating at Peterloo, Methodist trade unionist and Chartists.34
Thompson's own answer to the question how Methodism could he so important to the early industrial working class in Britain includes three aspects, the aggressive indoctrination which was addressed especially to children in Methodist Sunday schools, the sense of community that Methodist congregations could give to their members during a difficult period of poverty and violence and the emotionally consoling effect of the religious practices of the Methodist Church during the worst years of the industrial revolutions (religious practices used as opiates in a more literal sense than suggested in the farnous Marxist slogan)25
Economic historians accept the Weber Thesis:
The 1990s and after Although my examples are few, it seems, however, that at least some economic historians are gradually giving up their former critical attitude towards the Weber Thesis. At the same time socioiogists, taking notice of the more nuanced discussions of Weber's original essay and following more keenly the recent German interpretations of Weber's thinking, find it no ionger easy to condense Weber's ideas to its formerly clich&T form.
Conclusion
The Weber Thesis has had an interesting history as the established interpretation of the famous essay which was originally published in 1904-1905 in German. The first English translation was only published 25 years later in 1930, and it unfortunately gave support for the contemporary German reception of the essay which only took seriously its emphasis on the role of Calvinism and neglected other original aspects of Weber's text. In addition, several influential readers of Weber Protestant Ethic essay have contributed to the peculiar strength of the misinterpretation of his original views.44 The first reliable English translation of the essay came in 2002. So it is only nat -ural that what other people said and wrote about the Protestant Ethic essay has always been important for its understanding, especially outside Germany. Among these others, economic historians have fulfilled a special role, that of a critical voice reminding other social scientists that the Weber Thesis is a glaringly mistaken description of what actually happened in European economic history. Many economic historians were also proud to be able to correct what they thought to be an elementary mistake made by a famous scholar.
Sociologists have defended Weber against this obvious truth by claims that, in the end, when the big picture is taken into account, the Weber Thesis is somehow, at least partially right or, anyway, interesting and fruitful as a hypothesis to be used for theoretical purposes. The legitimating role of the Protestant Ethic essay has been obvious after the Second World War. Especially the version of the modernization theory needed the support of the good reputation of a master sociologist. Indeed, especially important was that Weber was thought to have proved that historical materialism was inadequate or even wrong. During this period, the attitudes of sociologists and historians were quite distant from one another.
Economic historians were, of course, on the right track in criticizing the Weber Thesis. What is surprising is that they usually did not advance a couple of steps further and notice that the Weber Thesis was not actually Weber's thesis. So, even when criticizing the Weber Thesis, they at the same time promoted it and made it even more plausible, especially to those who very easily concluded that the historian's point of view is necessarily too narrow. 
